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Abstract  
The consequences of the socio-urban economic crisis and so-called post-crisis policies (or austerity) are transforming daily life in 
Spanish cities. There are impoverishment processes, increased vulnerability and social segregation, which translates into a new 
spatial order. The first public responses to the crisis were dominated by the impulse of neoliberal policies, which aggravated the 
socio-urban inequalities. In response to this scenario, certain social movements were erected in influential political opposition 
media and have become the voice of the upset citizens in recent years. Some of these platforms ran in the municipal elections of 
2015 under different political banners. The electoral turnaround has been remarkable. A significant number of large cities are 
governed by these new parties or movements, including Madrid and Barcelona. Although an analysis in perspective is necessary, 
drastic changes in models of urban governance are anticipated. In this context, the article has a double objective. On the one 
hand, to study the socio-urban consequences of the crisis and post-crisis urban policies in terms of vulnerability and social 
exclusion and on the other hand, to analyse the governance strategies driven by new political collectives in the context of the 
crisis. The territories of study are the cities of Madrid and Barcelona, headers of the Spanish urban system which are also 
governed by political parties from civic platforms. 
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1. Introduction 
The crisis that has affected the countries of southern Europe had highlighted the consequences of neo-liberal 
growth, characterised by high risk investment, excessive economic specialisation, social polarisation and 
environmental unsustainability (Méndez, 2015). The appearance of negative macroeconomic indicators (high public 
deficit, an increase of unemployment, precarious working conditions, cuts in basic services, etc.) (Vale, 2014; 
Koutrolikou, 2015) increase the risk of downward social mobility, with the consequent worsening of the citizens 
living conditions (Ranci & Sabatinelli, 2014). 
In Spain, the origin of the crisis is associated with the bursting of the housing bubble. Since 2007, many 
researchers have shown interest and concern for the planning deregulation (Rullan, 2012; Burriel, 2008) or the 
changes in land usage as a result of the increasing artificialisation (Rullan, 2012). Scholars of the urban phenomenon 
focused on explaining the physical construction of the city over the process of social construction. Measuring the 
social vulnerability and exclusion at an intra-urban scale has not been a priority until relatively recently (Alguacil, 
Camacho y Hernández, 2014; Ministerio de Fomento, 2011; Nel.lo, 2014). The bursting of the housing bubble in 
2007 and the economic crisis awakened consciences and warned of the pessimistic outlook about to come. The 
Spanish city, urbanised under principles of social segregation since the 1960's, met all the criteria to suffer the 
severity of the crisis and deepen its inequality. After a period in which an uncritical attitude proliferated, the 
population demanded social guarantees and a change of management. As a result, there were new political parties 
born from the movement of the indignados (indignant in Spanish) and the 15M (Lois and Piñeira, 2015). They try to 
return hope to the population and alleviate the distrust in governments and politics (Della Porta y Vannucci, 2007; 
Jiménez y Villoria, 2012). 
2. Vulnerability and social exclusión. The cases of Madrid and Barcelona 
To measure urban vulnerability and social exclusion in Madrid and Barcelona, we have focused on two 
indicators: the rate of unemployment and foreclosures. The parallel evolution of both indicators is a symptom of one 
of the main effects of the crisis, the increase of unemployment, with a special emphasis on the more impoverished 
collectives and territories (Fig. 1). In Madrid, the highest rates of unemployment are concentrated in the peripheral 
districts of the South, Vallecas, and in Barcelona in the popular neighborhoods of the North (Sant Andreu or Nou 
Barris) (Fig. 2). As a result, the social structure where the city’s weakest reside is being profoundly transformed. 
 
 
Fig 1. Evolution of the number of unemployed and foreclosures in Madrid and Barcelona. Source: Judicial Statistics and State Employment 
Public Serviceatal (SEPE).  
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Fig. 2. Unemployment rate in the census areas of Madrid and Barcelona. Source: Population and Homes Census 2011. INE. 
The distribution of foreclosures confirms the social duality in the two major Spanish cities. On a metropolitan 
scale, the evictions draw polarised social maps. The high numbers of interventions in the South of Madrid, originally 
working-class and industrial municipalities (such as Fuenlabrada, Getafe and Parla) contrast with few cases in the 
northern territories, places of residence with a higher income population (Majadahonda, Colmenar, El Escorial). The 
polarisation of behaviour is similar in Barcelona, highlighting the number of evictions in the Northeast 
municipalities and the first industrial ring (L´Hospitalet, Badalona, Terrassa, Sabadell, Granollers), inhabited by the 
working class and immigrant population (Fig. 3). 
 
 
Fig. 3. Foreclosures in the municipalities of the urban regions of Madrid and Barcelona (2007-2014). Source: Judicial Statistics. 
At an intra-urban level, there are the interventions by the Plataforma de Afectados por la Hipoteca [Mortgage 
Affected Platform] (PAH) aiming at halting evictions (campaign "Stop Desahucios" [“Stop Evictions”]) in Madrid 
and Barcelona. The majority of these interventions occur in the poorest neighborhoods and those most affected by 
the crisis, with high unemployment rates, like in the southwest of Madrid and the northeast of Barcelona (Fig. 4). In 
these neighborhoods, new political parties from the left, which are a result of this and other civic platforms, have 
obtained their best results. 
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Fig. 4. Interventions of the PAH in the urban districts of Madrid and Barcelona (2012-2015). Source: Aurhors’ work based on the PAH. 
3. Experiences of urban governance in the context of the post-crisis urban policies  
The increase in inequality and the territorial expansion of poverty are crucial in recent socio-political changes in 
Spain. The peripheries have gained a new political role. Inhabited by working classes especially affected by the 
social cuts policies are the germ of the new left-wing political parties. The last municipal elections in June 2015 
denote a clear fragmentation of the vote, from a political standpoint, between traditional conservative parties (PP in 
Madrid and CIU in Barcelona) and the new left collectives (Ahora Madrid and Barcelona en Comú). From the 
territorial point of view, there is a marked North-South duality in Madrid and East-West in Barcelona (Fig. 5). 
 
. 
Fig. 5. Most voted political party in the municipal elections of June 2015 by urban districts in Madrid and Barcelona. Source: Political Parties 
Offcial Registry. 
As opposed to municipalities who for years had promoted the model of an entrepreneurial city (OMM, 2013), 
parties that govern the two cities come from civic platforms. Ahora Madrid, defined as a “citizen candidature of 
popular unity”, is formed by the confluence of citizen’s movements, associations and left-wing parties. Its program 
includes many of the demands of the 15M movement. The Mayoress is Manuela Carmena, Emeritus judge and 
former member of the Communist Party of Spain. While, Barcelona en Comú is a platform which five left-wing 
political parties have joined. Only a year after its formation they obtained 25% of votes and the government of the 
164   Jesus M. González Pérez et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  223 ( 2016 )  160 – 166 
city. Barcelona en Comí has obvious links with the leading platform for fighting evictions (PAH). The Mayoress, 
Ada Colau, was the president and one of the founders of PAH. Their political program and city model gather ideas 
of critical social theory: social justice, fight against inequality, precariousness and segregation, ceasation of 
privatization processes, prioritization of the common good, etc. Therefore, two new Governments that are the result 
of the crisis and its neo-liberal management have the challenge of translating the spatial theory onto spatial justice 
(Soja, 2014) (Table 1). 
Table 1. Areas of municipal government in Madrid and Barcelona 
Madrid Barcelona 
2011-2015 
(Conservatives) 
2015-2019 
(Left) 
2011-2015 
(Conservatives) 
2015-2019 
(Left) 
Family and social services Equality, Social Rights and 
Unemployment 
- Social rights 
- Territorial Coordination and 
Partnerships 
Management of Resources Participation and Districts 
Deputy-mayor’s Office Spokesman, Government 
Coordination and Relations with 
Parliament 
- Presidency and Territory 
Tax and Public 
Administration 
Finance and Tax Finance and Finance 
Planning 
Work, Finance and Strategic 
Planning 
Security Health, Safety and Emergency - Housing 
Finance, Employment and 
Citizens Participation 
Citizens Participation, 
Transparency and Open 
Government 
Quality of life, Equality 
and Sport 
Citizens Rights, Participation and 
Transparency 
Planning and Housing Sustainable Urban Development Urban Habitat Ecology, Urbanism and Mobility 
Environment and Mobility Environment and Mobility Prevention, Security and 
Mobility 
Mobility 
Arts Culture and Sports Companies and 
Organisations 
Coordination 
Employment, Business, Trade 
and Tourism 
- - Culture, Knowledge and 
Innovation 
Life Cycle, Feminisms and 
LGBTI 
 Source: Authors’ work based on the municipalities of Madrid and Barcelona 
  
Social issues are a priority in the urban politics of Madrid. The attention to disadvantaged groups and vulnerable 
neighborhoods has replaced the previous economic root (strategic planning, real estate development, urban 
expansion and so on). In some cases the measures are structural and in others they are understood as a social 
emergency. In 2015, 27% of the municipal budget was destined to pay off debt. In 2016, this is reduced to 14% and 
at the same time the budget for social spending has increased by 26% and for public services by 7%. From a 
political ideology focused on the strengthening of the public and the assurance of basic services, we highlight two 
types of priority actions. On the one hand, the right to housing and the fight against urban poverty, inequality and 
evictions, with a series of corrective measures: increased social expenditure; the creation of an anti-evictions office 
(Mortgage Brokerage Office); suspension of Municipal Housing Office evictions; prevent the sale of social housing 
to "vulture funds"; management of 300 homes by the Municipal Housing and Land Company to rehouse vulnerable 
families loaned by the Sared (Society for the Management of Bank Restructuring Assets). On the other hand, a 
series of progressive measures that affect different areas of government have been proposed: social policy and 
vulnerable collectives (social tariffs for energy consumption, the opening of school canteens in holiday periods for 
disadvantaged families, etc.), the environment, citizen participation, the improvement of the culture district, etc. 
The distribution of the 2016 budget by areas of government and territories is the main measure to reduce socio-
urban inequalities. These budgets give priority to those less favoured and peripheral neighbourhoods located mainly 
in the South of Madrid, such as Puente de Vallecas and Usera. The most centrally located districts including those of 
the bourgeois extension, and the North with higher incomes, have had negative growth (Table 2). 
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 Table 2. Distribution of the Madrid 2016 municipal budget by urban district 
District IRDB 2016 (euros) % variation 2015-2016 
Centre Medium 25.323.825 - 11.71 
Arganzuela High 23.872.122 - 0.76 
Retiro High 16.631.938 1,73 
Salamanca High 15.738.433 0.77 
Chamartín High 17.096.563 2.75 
Tetuán Medium 24.416.862 0.12 
Chamberí High 16.344.256 0.82 
Fuencarral-El Pardo High 32.082.907 3.99 
Moncloa-Aravaca High 27.962.516 0.60 
Latina Low 40.333.522 3.13 
Carabanchel Low 34.249.884 3.34 
Usera Very low 31.403.896 20.65 
Puente de Vallecas Very low 53.270.610 32.06 
Moratalaz Medium 20.542.186 1.80 
Ciudad Lineal Medium 29.854.623 1.77 
Hortaleza High 23.909.477 - 3.85 
Villaverde Low 30.507.633 4.35 
Villa de Vallecas Low 16.892.732 3.51 
Vicálvaro Low 19.136.829 8.84 
San Blas-Canillejas Medium 27.700.520 9.02 
Barajas High 11.337.762 - 1.79 
Territorial coordination and associations 
area 
 35.909.788 908.75 
 Source: Authors’ work based on Madrid City Council statistics. IRDB: Indicator of Gross Disposable Income per capita 
 
A recent document by the Barcelona City Council (2016) starts by acknowledging that one of the greatest challenges 
of the current Government mandate (2015-2019) is to give full compliance to the right to the city. In October 2015, 
the Plenary Council of the Barcelona City Council agrees to adhere to the manifest “Twelve fronts in the fight 
against inequality”. The City Council 2016 draft budget is a reflection of the new anti-austerity policy seeking to 
rescue people and ceasing large urban operations: priority is given to social spending (+12.9%), keeping the level of 
investment (+5.5%) and debt, which will not be reduced for the first time in five years. All urban districts increased 
their budgets, three of them above 20%. The keys to the new government can be summarized in three main 
objectives: i) giving attention to the people most affected by the crisis; (ii) increase the participation of citizens in 
the city government and giving more power to the urban districts; (iii) reducing intra-urban and territorial cohesion 
inequalities in neighborhoods thanks to a budget distribution that will benefit the most disadvantaged. Thus, 
working class districts such as Nou Barris, Sant Martí and Sant Andreu have their budget increased well above the 
traditional bourgeoisie neighborhoods of Sarrià-Sant Gervasi and Les Corts (Table 3). 
 Table 3. Distribution of the municipal budget in 2016 by urban districts of Barcelona 
District RFD 2016 (M€) % Variation 2015-2016 
Ciutat Vella Medium 7.5 11.5 
Eixample Medium 6.2 14.6 
Sants-Montjuït Low 6.1 18.9 
Les Corts High 3.1 7.1 
Sarrià-Sant Gervasi High 5.1 2.6 
Gràcia Medium 3.8 11.1 
Horta-Guinardó Low 5.7 19.8 
Nou Barris Low 7.4 25.7 
Sant Andreu Low 7.5 20.3 
Sant Martí Medium 5.6 22.3 
Source: Aurhors’ work based on the Barcelona City Council (2016) and municipal budgets. RFD: Disposable Family Income per capita. 
 
With the intention of reducing inequalities and advancing a new model of city, the Government has introduced some 
striking issues in local politics. Measures have been adopted to regulate the rent in favour of renters, automatically 
extending the rental contract when they belong to a particularly vulnerable group. It also highlights the creation of a 
Housing Observatory, awarding grants for the rehabilitation of homes and a new mobility strategy. In addition, the 
tourist tax revenue will be allocated to improving neighborhoods with more visitors, and a moratorium on hotel 
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licenses shall be fixed. One of the main pledges are those related to citizen participation and new governance: direct 
management of 5% of the budget with neighborhood associations and social movements, creating the 
decicim.barcelona platform and the #transparència portal, opening the debate on the State of the City to residents 
and entities with the provision of 300 seats. Finally, the right to housing probably is the government’s action with 
the greatest significance. In this sense, the Unitat against l´exclusio Residencial [Unity Against Social Exclusion] 
(UCER) has been created in order to preemptively stop evictions and reinforce the application of the Law against 
housing emergencies. In addition, complementary measures have been agreed upon: demand the development of 
specific legislation that addresses housing emergencies and energy poverty; develop a moratorium on the execution 
of evictions for a minimum of 3 years; demand the mobilisation of private empty flats owned by financial 
institutions and large housing holders, etc. 
4. Conclusions 
The crisis has deepened the internal inequalities in cities that already had serious social cohesion problems. The 
vulnerability has been expanded from a social and territorial point of view. Since 2007, the group of vulnerable 
people has incorporated middle-class families. Improvements in the Spanish cities since 1980 occurred based on a 
model of a city with internal contrasts. The city modernised infrastructure, rehabilitated neighbourhoods, improved 
the urban landscape, but the structural problems of segregation and inequality were not sufficently solved. During 
the years of economic boom, priority was given to growth, strategic planning and the urban business over the 
strengthening of the welfare State, including housing policies.  
In this context, the crisis which started almost ten years ago prominently affected some cities which were not 
prepared for many of its effects. Thus, against the poverty and the exclusion generated, the rebelliousness of the 
most affected sectors is displayed by the protagonism reached by citizen platforms and social movements. Their 
entry in municipal governments from 2015 is generating new urban governance debates. Reducing inequalities is the 
main objective by which the Madrid and Barcelona governments’ actions are structured. Under this premise, citizens 
have been given a voice and a new centrality has been granted to urban peripheries which have benefited the most 
by the distribution of 2016 municipal budgets. 
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